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The joys of revising a manuscript
A lmost all of the papers

published in refereed
medical journals have

been revised by the authors after
they were submitted to the jour-
nal. Revising a paper takes disci-
pline and organization1'2 but can
be even more difficult when done
at the behest of someone else.
The author may, with some justi-
fication, see revision as enforced
collaboration with a phantom
team of critics and an unruly
editor.

Minor revision usually in-
volves one or more of three activ-
ities: providing additional infor-
mation, deleting unnecessary ma-
terial or exhibits and making
minor corrections in either the
numbers or the text. Additional
information most frequently re-
quested for clinical studies is
more detailed description of the
patient population and the sel-
ection process. For case reports,
reviewers often ask for more in-
formation on the laboratory
studies, alternative explanations
and the rationale for certain tests
or maneuvers. They often com-
ment that a paper is longer than
need be and suggest ways of
shortening it: tightening up the
language, deleting tables that are
covered in the text and cutting
back on the introduction and dis-
cussion. Editors are invariably
grateful for such suggestions. Au-
thors are usually glad to comply
with proposals for minor revi-
sion; as with any other work, the
easier the task, the more likely it
is to be done quickly and cheer-
fully.

Manuscripts returned from
minor revision can be surprising-
lv hard for the editor to deal

with. Some authors seem to be
more concerned with producing
clean copy than with explaining
what they have done: they send
a curt letter with the revised
manuscript saying that all the
changes have been carried out,
but the new manuscript looks
just like the old one. The editor is
amazed to find, after painstaking-
ly rereading the paper, that the
authors have done invisible
mending, changing a phrase here
and there, sometimes without
even altering the length of the
lines. The intended impression is
that the paper was so nearly
perfect to begin with that any
change would be a blemish.
Equally frustrating, the entire
paper may have been retyped or
printed out again, with different
margins, so that the editor again
has to hunt down the changes.
The considerate author sends
along a covering letter explaining
what changes were made and
why, and telling the editor where
they were made in the revised
text. CMAJ welcomes minor cor-
rections made neatly by hand on
the original manuscript: they are
easy to find, and it is immediate-
ly obvious what has been done.

Major revision adds a more
fundamental reorganization of
the paper. Sometimes this may
necessitate only moving parts of
the text around: results and dis-
cussion are frequently intermin-
gled and have to be segregated.
Perhaps the most challenging re-
quest for revision arises when
two or three reviewers strongly
urge the authors to revise a fun-
damentally sound paper but
present long and nonoverlapping
lists of suggestions for revision.

The encouragement the authors
receive soon dwindles in the
drudgery of extensive rewriting,
reconsidering the relation be-
tween the hypothesis and the
method, and even reviewing and
reanalysing the data. Before be-
ginning this chore the research
team must consult and should
prepare a response that does
three things: comments in gener-
al terms on the reviewers' cri-
tiques, rebuts the critiques that
the authors do not accept, and
acknowledges - and pinpoints
the changes in the revised paper.
The role of the corresponding
author does not necessarily entail
the responsibility of revising the
paper, but this author can render
the others a great service by writ-
ing a comprehensive and coher-
ent letter to accompany the re-
vised manuscript. These letters,
especially if they offer lively re-
buttals, are often of high intellec-
tual and literary quality - good
reading that one editor recently
shared with his readers.3

Getting authors to revise pa-
pers successfully may be the
greatest contribution a journal
can make to improving scientific
communication.

Peter P. Morgan, MD
Scientific editor
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